That notion has since morphed into a required course which brings medical students into the museum to simply observe paintings, without interpretation. It's all about the "cerebral experience of looking at an unknown object and finding the details of this object," he says.
The value is evident from that fact that more than 24 other American medical schools, including such prestigious ones as Brown, Cornell, Duke and Stanford, have imitated or created a "slightly amplified" version, Braverman notes.
The Mount Sinai School of Medicine in New York has been another leader in the trend. It introduced an art-appreciation course for medical students in 2003, and made it a requirement for third-year students just three years later.
The program also appears to have the benefit of improving the well-being of students.
"I think that the medical school experience is so intense, it's really important to have a place where students can escape a little bit and reflect on what they're doing," says Dr. David Muller, dean for medical education and the Charles C . Morchand chair in medical education at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine "Nobody has data that shows that [taking humanities courses] creates one kind of doctor versus another," says Muller. "I would hope that if it accomplishes anything, it maintains the student's well-being and if it makes them a little bit more of a well-rounded person and a better clinical doctor, then that would be great."
Medical humanities courses have been less slow to gain traction in Canada, although there is some evidence of movement.
But most medical schools in Canada still shy away from medical humanities, although many are now expanding admissions criteria to attract students from a range of demographic groups, Julie Clavelle, electives coordinator at the University of Ottawa faculty of medicine in Ontario, writes in an email.
Some schools, though, do have a medical humanities prerequisite, or include some medical humanities as a component of a required course.
At the University of Alberta in Edmonton, for example, first-year students are required to take a "narrative reflective practice" module which obliges them to reflect on films depicting the medical profession as part of a patient-centred care course. It allows students to "connect more fully, more deeply, with becoming a physician," says Pamela Brett-MacLean, director of arts and humanities in health and medicine.
"We don't call it extra-curricular so much, it's cocurricular; because everything that the students are involved in throughout their four years of undergraduate medical education is pertinent to their education and the kind of physician they're going to become," says Brett-MacLean adds.
Similarly, at the University of Saskatchewan College of Medicine, first-year students are required to take a course in "Life Cycles and Humanities," in which they are asked to focus on issues like dealing with depression and are informed about the social conditions of Saskatoon's poor.
But while the course had a minimal time requirement of only one hour per week, "it was probably one of our least attended classes," says recent graduate Dr. Monica Miliszewski. "When you're in medicine, the science part is so overwhelming and there's so much to learn, so anything that seems like a 'feelings' class, people don't take seriously."
